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ABSTRACT 
This report provides information about how states identify 

schools that are not performing at expected levels and what some states have 
done to provide assistance in the improvement of these schools. Kentucky, 
North Carolina, and South Carolina share similarities in their approaches in 
that they spent time and effort in preparatory activities, developed 
comprehensive student testing systems that are highly correlated with state 
curriculum goals, and adopted a more rigorous standard of student performance 
than had been required under their previous testing systems. None rely 
exclusively on test scores for assessing schools. All schools rely on the 
expertise of educators from outside the low-performing school's home district 
to bring about improvements. All emphasize local capacity building as a 
primary ingredient in helping low-performing schools become successful. 
Policymakers need to be clear about the goals they set for school 
improvement, need to provide time for schools to bring about significant 
improvements, and support staff development. They can create strategies at 
the state, local, and school levels for bringing about school improvement, 
should recognize the value--but insufficiency--of short-term success, and 
recognize that school success rests on the power and skill of educators. 
(Contains 14 references.) (RT) 
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David Holdzkom 
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States are moving aggressively to identify schools that are un- 
able to provide an adequate education to students. Once these 
schools have been identified, efforts to bring about improve- 
ments are expected. State support to low-performing schools 
often takes the form of intensive assistance with assignment 
of external staff to work with the school, the support of profes- 
sional development programs intended to improve teachers' 
skills, and assistance in identifying specific areas for improve- 
ment within the school. This report provides information about 
how states identify schools that are not performing at expected 
levels and what some states have done to provide assistance 
in the improvement of these schools. 

ver the past decades, improvement of education has been a 

focus of the work of educators, researchers, and policymakers. 
Reform efforts have touched on virtually every aspect of schooling, includ- 
ing curricula, teaching, physical plants, nutrition, use of time, and use of 
peripheral teaching technologies such as television and computers.' 

ized by two complementary ideas: systemic reform and standards-based 
education. Systemic reform essentially views education as a system that must 
be changed in fundamental ways if it is to continue to be successful. In  this 
way of thinking, most programmatic changes, in and of themselves, may have 
immediate benefits but simply put off the needed long-term change in issues 
of school governance, resource allocation, and articulation of goals. Standards- 
based reformers, at the same time, have sought to re-define the quality of what 
is being taught so that a more rigorous curriculum is offered to all students. 
Standards related to the conditions of education have been articulated as well, 

Within the past 10 years, these efforts have been increasingly character- 
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thus attending to the envelope of schooling as well as 
the contents of the envelope. The standards-based 
reformers have had an enormous influence on how 
education policymakers and practitioners talk about the 
issues, contents, and results of education.‘ 

Clearly, improvements based on systemic change 
and standards imply a fairly long trajectory of 
change. Systems of belief, tradition, and operation do 
not change quickly. The  training to equip staff and 
leadership with understanding of new roles (such as 
shared governance structures), new beliefs (that the 
education of al l  children is important, for example), 

. and new skills (e.g., those necessary for success in  an 

.information-rich world) cannot be provided in a 

short time. Michael Fullan states categorically tha t  it 

takes about three years to achieve successful change 

in an elementary school and, depending o n  size, i t  

takes about six years to do so in a secondary s ~ h o o l . ~  

.In addition, the need to remediate the skills of 

students who have been i n  low-performing schools 

and classes takes time. William Sanders has demon- 

strated that the effects of‘ poor teaching for even one 

year can be seen up to four years later.4 ~ 

An important source of information about what 
states are doing to improve the quality of education 
is provided by the publishers of Education Week. For 
the past several years, the editors of this periodical 
have surveyed the states on a number of topics 
related to education quality and reform efforts and 
have published this information for a wide audience 
of educators, policymakers, and the general public. 
T h e  most recent report, Quality Counts 2001: A 
Better Bakance, was examined for information specifi- 
cally related to states’ efforts to identify and improve 
low - pe r fo r m i n g schools . 

Data from the report are tabulated in Table 1 .5 

Information about the states in the southeastern 
quadrant of the nation has been highlighted. These 
states share many characteristics, among which are 
traditions of highly centralized education systems; large 
proportions of poverty among the population; and, 
until fairly recent years, an economy that is largely 
rural. Moreover, these states typically provide a higher 
level of funding for local schools than do many other 
states. I t  is interesting to observe that, for most aspects 
of school ratings and their consequences as displayed, 
these states are about as likely as those in other parts of 
the country to assign school ratings, but are far more 
likely to sanction and to provide assistance to schools 
identified as low performing. 

Patterns of Success 
Patterns of successful practice may be seen by 

exam in i ng  three states that have implemented 

programs designed to assess schools and then to 
provide assistance to the neediest schools. The  three 
states chosen are not offered as perfect models that 
other states should follow. Rather, these southeastern 

states have all been evaluating school performance 
for several years and have made some major changes 
in their assessment and accountability systems based 
on their experiences. In addition to identifying low- 
performing schools, these states have developed 
strategies for helping these schools improve. This 
does not make them unique. Many states have used 
staff external to the low-performing school, a careful 
needs assessment procedure, and similar strategies to 
improve schools. But the states considered here have 
both comprehensive improvement programs and 
several years of experience in identifying and assist- 
ing their lowest-performing schools. This  experience 
may prove helpful to other states wrestling with 
similar issues. 

Kentucky 
T h e  Kentucky Department of Education is 

required by law to identify any schools that have 
failed to make progress during the previous two 
years. A variety of data are used to do this. For 
exampie, the Commonwealth Accountability Testing 
System (CATS) uses a nationally normed test in 
grades 3, 6, and 9 to assess students’ abilities i n  
reading, mathematics, and language arts, while the 
Kentucky Core Content Tests pose questions in  
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multiple-choice and open-response formats i n  six 
subjects. In addition, writing tests and portfolio 
scores are used. Data related to attendance, drop-out 
rates, and promotion and retention rates are also 
factored in .  These data are combined into an index 

that allows comparison with prior years’ indexes and 
growth projections. Each school is classified as 
“meets its goals,” “progressing,” or “ i n  need of 
assistance.” Schools in the “ in  need of assistance” 
category are further assigned to one of three levels, 

depending upon the severity of need, with Level I11 

schools were identified i n  this category. 

are subject to an intense self-study and audit that 

. schools being the most needy. I n  1999-2000, 149 

All schools in the “ in  need of assistance” category 

Education is required to assist 
schools in Level 111, based on the results of the audit, 
while assistance may be provided to schools in Levels 
I and I1 at their request. Principals in all three levels 
are required to participate in additional staff develop- 
ment to enhance their leadership skills. Further, 
additional school improvement funds may be avail- 

able to schools in  all three levels. 
Schools incorporate the results of the scholastic 

audi t  or review in their consolidated school plans. In 
addition, Level 111 schools receive the services of a 
highly skilled educator, originally called a distin- 
guished educator, who is employed by the state 
department of education and who serves as an 
external facilitator of change. This person has previ- 
ously demonstrated the ability to bring about high 
levels of student performance. One  highly skilled 
educator is assigned to each Level I11 school and 
works with the principal and faculty to design and 
implement a school improvement plan. This plan is 
adopted for a two-year period. The  department 

expects each skilled educator to serve on-site for at 
least 80 percent of the time, although occasionally 
the individual attends training events or other 
meetings. 

the school that is to receive the highly skilled 
educator’s services and spells out  the relationship 
between this facilitator, the principal, and the faculty. 
These external facilitators provide a variety of 
services: staff development presentations, classroom 
observations of instruction, demonstration lessons, 
grant writing, tutoring, and creation of model 

1 essons. 

An entry protocol lays out state expectations for 

Highly skilled educators serving as external 
facilitators are not expected to evaluate teacher 

level. 
Currently, 63 highly skilled educators are at 

work. They are placed on  leave from their own 
school districts. Of these educators, approximately 
25 are principals or other administrators. They are 
paid 135 percent of their salary, with a cap of 
$90,000. Salary paid above their home district level 
is not included in retirement benefits. The  cost of the 
program influences the number of schools that can 
be served. Researchers who studied Kentucky reforms 
noted, “When 185 schools [ u p  from 531 became 
eligible for the distinguished educator program in the 
second accountability cycle, the state was unable to 
provide the level of assistance that had proved so 

effective i n  the first cycle.”6 
The  intention is for highly skilled educators to 

work for the state department of education for two 
years, bu t  in some cases, this may be extended for a 
third year. These skilled educators participate in an 
intensive two-week training program, with follow-up 
provided at quarterly meetings. Topics covered in  



training include personnel evaluation strategies; 
school-based decisionmaking, assessment practices, 

leading change, understanding poverty, technology 

applications, and educational and social psychology. 

Each skilled educator is provided with a laptop 

computer and printer. Mentors from the department 

provide advice and assistance in problem solving and 
help skilled educators in  their own continuing 

professional growth and development. 

local education agencies. In 1999-2000, more than 

$15 million was spent on staff development, an 

average of $379 per teacher. 

~ 

The state provides staff development funds for all 

North Carolina 
Every school in the state is evaluated annually 

along two dimensions: performance and growth. 

Performance is determined bv the 

of courses included in-the testing program and that - -  

introduced a system of predicting growth in these 

subject areas. In prior years, the performance of high 
school students on tests had been compared to 

performance of other students in previous years. The 

change to a growth prediction model for high schools 

brings them into line with the accountability model 

being used for elementary and middle schools. 
Low-performing schools are assigned an external 

assistance team made up of one administrator and 

three or four teachers with experience at the grade- 

span level encompassed by the school being served. 

The  team works with the school for one academic 

year (since, theoretically, the ratings are issued 

annually, and a low-performing school will receive a 

new designation at  the end of the year). Assistance 

team members participate in a four-week training 

percentage of students in  the 

school who score at  or  above 

grade level on tests of reading 

and mathematics (grades 3 
through 8) and writing (grades 4 
and 7) or, for high schools, the 

percentage of students scoring at 
or above grade level on tests i n  

10 subject areas. Growth is 

r L I 

Low-petforming schools are 
assigned an external assistance 

team made up of one 
administrator and three or four 
teachers with experience at the 
grade-span lewel encompassed 

by the school being serwed. 
I I M . r  1 

determined by comparing the 

amount of actual gain in tested areas with predictions 
of where students’ performance should be. I f  schools 

attain the growth tha t  is expected, they are described 

as “making expected growth,” regardless of the 
performance score. I f  schools make 10 percent more 

than their expected growth, they are described as 

“making exemplary growth.” Schools that have 50 
percent or more of students performing on grade 
level but that do not achieve their expected growth 

are labeled as “no recognition.” Finally, schools that 

fail to achieve their growth goals and that have fewer 

than 50 percent of students at grade level are identi- 
fied as “low-performing schools.” 

in  use for the past five years. During 2000-2001, 
major changes in  the high school accountability 
program were introduced that expanded the number 

The state’s school assessment program has been 

program that covers topics such 

as data analysis, cultural diversity, 

curriculum analysis and align- 

ment, teacher performance 

evaluation, and team building. 
During 2001-2002, an additional 

two weeks of training in TESA- 
Teacher Expectations for Student 
Achievement-is being offered to 

.assistance teams and to members 

of the state’s Division of School 

Improvement, which is undertaking a major initia- 

tive focused on reducing the achievement gap 
between students of various ethnic groups. I n  addi- 

tion, around 45 new assistance team members are 

joining about that same number who were already 

assigned to low-performing schools. 

the state department of public instruction may offer 

assistance to schools that are not designated low- 
performing but that may be at risk of such a designa- 

tion in the future. These “voluntary assistance teams” 
assist with demonstration lessons, coaching, and 

professional development on a limited basis in the 

schools they are assigned. 

is required to conduct a needs assessment of the 

school. The  results are reported to the state and 

Depending upon available personnel resources, 

I n  low-performing schools, each assistance team 



incorporated i n  the school’s improvement plan. T h e  

needs assessment requires that all educators in  the 
school be evaluated by members of the assistance 

team. Educators whose performance is below stan- 

dard are placed on improvement plans and assisted 

toward improvement by assistance team members. 

The  team can recommend dismissal of any staff 
member whose performance does not improve 

sufficiently during the year. 

instructional team meetings, assist with curriculum 
alignment projects, and conduct demonstration 

lessons. The  team leader also works with the princi- 

pal to ensure that schedules are 

supportive of school improve- 

T h e  teams conduct in-class observations, lead 

Each school is given three ratings. T h e  first rating 

provides a n  absolute score, which indicates how 

students performed for the current year. T h e  second 

rating gives a n  improvement score, indicating how 

students improved from the prior year. Finally, there 

is a composite score derived from the other two. 

Each of these scores is reported o n  a scale of 1 to 5 .  
The  possible categories are unsatisfactory, below 

average, average, good, and excellent. Because the 

state is committed to the notion of continuous 

improvement, there is no absolute standard for 

establishing categories of comparison. During 2001- 

2002, 74 schools are designated as unsatisfactory and 

are targeted by the state for improvement assistance. 
The  unsatisfactory schools 

r I J& I are divided into three tiers a n d  ment, that budgets are appropri- 

school culture is characterized by 

education. 

ately allocated, and that the 

capacity to provide excellent 

. , . the system is transitioning 

prepared tests to greater reliance 
on a new state-created testing 

program. 

assigned different types of 

needs- Tier I schools~ O f  which 
from reliance on commercia//y assistance, depending on their 

there are 10, and which are the 

most needy, receive a full-time 

principal leader. This person acts 

The  state budgets $1 1.6 
million for staff development for 

1 I as a coach and mentor to the IM. educators throughout the state 

($146 per teacher). No additional 

funds are specifically earmarked for low-performing 
schools, although they may compete for school- 

improvement grants made available by the state. 

South Carolina 

Although South Carolina has identified and helped 

to improve low-performing schools for several years, 

two important changes were made during the 2001- 

2002 school year. First, the system is transitioning from 

reliance on commercially prepared tests to greater 

reliance on a new state-created testing program. The 

new testing system-Palmetto Achievement Challenge 

Tests, or PACT-is in use in  grades 3 through 8 and 

includes measures of ability in reading, mathematics, 

science, and social studies. In  addition, a high school 

exit examination is used. It is anticipated that other 

measures, both at the student and at the school level, 
will be added over time. 

Second, whereas only districrs were rated prior to 
the 2001-2002 school year, schools are now rated 

individually and provided assistance, if appropriate. 

building principal. In addition, 

each of the Tier I schools receives a full-time curricu- 
lum specialist, who focuses on  systems that support 

the development and implementation of the state 

curriculum. Also, each Tier I school receives teacher 

specialists on site at the rate of one per grade level 
(elementary schools) or one per content area (middle 

and high schools). These pers’ons are expected to 

provide demonstration lessons, assist with classroom 

issues, and provide coaching for teachers. In addi- 

tion, brokered services may be obtained from outside 

the district. 

The  64 schools in the other two tiers receive 
somewhat less intense assistance. Tier I1 schools (32) 

are provided assistance through the state’s Hub 
system, which provides technical assistance to schools 
throughout a specific geographic area. In addition, 

these schools receive a full-time curriculum specialist 
and teacher specialists on site. Tier 111 schools (32) 
are provided with direct technical assistance from the 

state department of education and may receive 

services available from on-site teacher specialists. 

8 



Currently,-7 principal leaders, 38 curriculum special- 
ists, and 146 teacher specialists work i n  unsatisfac- 
tory schools. In addition, 6 persons serve in the state 
department’s Office of Intervention and Assistance, 
and plans are to enlarge this staff to 17. 

In addition, all schools needing assistance will 
receive an analysis conducted by the state’s external 
review teams. These teams are made up of educators, 
university staff, school improvement council repre- 
sentatives, business and community people, and 
others. The teams conduct an analysis focused on 
four areas: curriculum and instruction, leadership 
and governance, student performance, and profes- 
sional development. A final report is generated for 
each school, which contains recommendations for 
improvement in  each focus area. 

- _ _  -~ 
Similarities- Aimorig Approaches- 

While the school assessment and improvement 
systems in Kentucky, North Carolina, and South 
Carolina are unique, these states share some similari- 
ties: 

Identifying Schools 

All spent time and  effort in preparatory activi- 
ties. Each of the states developed goals and standards 
for schools and for students well in advance of 
implementing a school assessment program. These 
curriculum goals usually incorporated standards 
(both of opportunity to learn and of level of success) 
established by the relevant professional educator 
association (e.g., National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics. International 
I With state board of education 1im 1 ‘ Reading Association). 

approval of the final reports, an 
improvement plan is developed 
and implemented. 

Principal leaders and cur- 
riculum specialists assigned to 
low-performing schools receive 
one week of training. Topics 
covered include curriculum L 1 M. 1 I 

Although the emphasis. . . is on 
building capacity in low- 

All developed comprehensive 
student testing systems that are 
highly correlated with state 
curriculum goals. Only one of the 
three states-Kentucky-con tin- 
ues to use a nationally normed 
test as part of its testing program. 

performing schools, the external 
rewiew team can recommend 
personnel changes if deemed 

appropriate. 

alignment, data analysis, school 
improvement planning, understanding the Baldrige 
criteria (a national standard for excellence), strategic 
planning, curriculum, developing professional 
development programs, mentoring and coaching, 
media relations, and academic planning for students. 

Although the emphasis throughout the process is 
on building capacity in low-performing schools, the 
external review team can recommend personnel 
changes if deemed appropriate. 

The  state budgets $7 million for staff develop- 
ment ($159 per teacher). An additional $3.2 million 
is allotted to the Science and Math Hubs for curricu- 
lum and staff development. Schools deemed unsatis- 
factory can also apply for noncompetitive grants that 
support additional staff development through the 
Retraining Grant Program. About $750,000 has been 
reserved for this purpose. 

.- 

In  this case, the test is adminis- 
tered only in selected grades and counts for a rela- 
tively small par[ of the overall school rating. In each 
of the states, a state-developed testing program is in 
place. Interestingly, the states’ testing programs all 
include open-ended questions, performance tests, 
and/or portfolios of students’ work, in addition to 
more traditional multiple-choice tests. In each state, 
elementary and middle school students are tested i n  
at least writing, reading, and mathematics. I n  Ken- 
tucky and South Carolina, a much broader range of 
curriculum is tested. 

All adopted a more rigorous standard of student 
performance than had been required under their 
previous testing systems. The  states, it should be 
mentioned, require that virtually all students partici- 
pate in the testing program, rather than sampling 
some students in a few grades. Some limited exemp- 



tions from testing are available, however, for students 
for whom English is not the native language and who 
are new to the school, and for those enrolled i n  the 
state’s schools for a relatively short period of time. 
Importantly, however, the testing programs align with 
an intellectually rigorous standards-based curriculum. 

None relies exclusively on  test scores for assess- 
ing schools. Each of the school evaluation systems 
includes additional measures of school success, such 
as attendance rates, drop-out rates, and student 
promotion rates. This provides valuable recognition 
of the fact that schools are expected to do  more than 
teach the three R’s. Students are expected to make 
reasonable progress and to stay i n  school unt i l  they 

organizational goal for schools. I t  is not enough for a 
school to do  “okay.” Rather, i n  these states, schools 
must continuously seek to improve their performance 
in order to continue to meet the state’s expectations. 

All rely on the expertise of educators from 
outside the home district of the low-performing 
school to bring about improvements, Education, it 
has been said, is all about relationships between 
people. Therefore, i t  is not surprising that these three 
states rely on expert educators to help other educators 

Assisting Schools 

Each of the three states also approaches assistance 
to low-performing schools i n  similar ways. 

general, these changes have 
tended to more tightly align the 
testing program with the unique situation presented 
by the state and its schools. For example, North 
Carolina recently replaced the former high school 
assessment model, which was based on comparison of 
different cohorts of students, with a system that 
predicts growth for I0 high school courses. Each of 
the states relies on fairly sophisticated statistical 
procedures for translating student test results into 
school assessments. Unfortunately, these statistical 
models are often poorly understood by educators and 
parents throughout the states. This’lack of under- 
standing of the models can lead to a lack of confi- 
dence in the outcomes of the assessments. 

I l i  

Kentucky, North Carolina, and South Carolina, 
then, have managed to unify the curriculum that is 
intended to guide the education of all students with a 

system for measuring the degree to which individual 
schools bring this about. Moreover, each of these 
assessment systems incorporates improvement as an 

systems than is expert knowledge 
dispensed from universities or I I 

packaged programs based on research. 

All require a preliminary needs assessment 
process. In two of the three states-Kentucky and 
South Carolina-this needs assessment procedure is 
highly formalized and involves individuals who will 
not have an ongoing role in the school’s improvement 
efforts. I n  North Carolina, the needs assessment 
procedure is less formal and is conducted by the 
assistance team assigned to the low-performing 
school. I n  any case, each of the states recognizes that 
test scores and other measures may indicate that a 
school is low-performing, but scores alone cannot tell 
why the school is low-performing. 

All assume that the schools possess sufficient 
resources to educate students but  may need supple- 
mental funding to  support  some school improve- 
ment efforts. Within the three states, large percent- 
ages of local school operating budgets come from the . 



state, usually in some formula-driven way. None of - 

the states automatically increases the funding to low- 
performing schools, choosing instead to focus o n  
how the available resources are being used. However, 
assistance in securing additional funds, often through 
competitive grants, is provided. 

All require that the performance of educators in 
the low-performing school be evaluated. This is a 
highly contentious issue, and the states have 
struggled with a n  equitable way to deal with it. In 
North Carolina, there was originally a requirement 
that teachers in  low-performing schools take a test to 
establish adequate content knowledge and that 
members of assistance teams evaluate classroom 

states struggle with how to 
measure teacher effectiveness, each of the states 
recognizes the need for highly skilled teachers to 
work i n  schools, and each of the states provides 
money for staff development. 

All emphasize local capacity building as a 
primary ingredient in helping low-performing 
schools become successful. Each of these states is 
required to help with school improvement, but 
clearly, each believes tha t  such improvement is 
ultimately the responsibility of the school. Therefore, 
there is a reliance on  external (to the district) school 
improvement teams to carry out much of the work 
needed, with state department of education staff 
fulfilling a supportive role. However, the time frames 
in which state assistance is provided is relatively 

-short, ranging from one to two school years. . - -  

Whether this is sufficient time to bring about 
systemic improvements in  schools or to build capac- 

ity is unclear, although each of the states claims that 

all assisted schools have made improvements in 
student achievement, some of which are quite 

impressive. 

The  states described in this policy brief, then, 
have invested heavily in  the creation of curriculum 

frameworks and standards, testing programs or  other 

measurement systems, and training of school person- 

riel. Each the notions o ~ c o n t ~ n u o u s  

improvement and capacity building throughout its 

improvement assistance efforts. While some states 

improvement strategy. While the 

number of such experts assigned 

to each low-performing school varies from state to 

state, and while the specific responsibilities are 

somewhat different, clearly the state interventions 

rely on an injection of highly skilled people external 

to the site who will assist their colleagues in  low- 

performing schools to change their current practice. 

Most importantly, each of the states has established a 

record of success. I n  most cases, low-performing 

schools do benefit from the assistance offered by the 

states. In a t  least some cases, the improvement is 

insufficient to lift the school out  of the low-perform- 

ing category, but in other cases, the schools have 

moved to the highest level of performance recognized 

by the accountability system in use.' 



PoOicy Issues Us Address 

Regardless of the approach taken to assisting low- 
performing schools, several issues confront 

policymakers who seek to raise the level of perfor- 

mance of low-performing schools. 

Clarity About Goals 
Depending upon the perspective of any given 

individual, different goal sets for school improve- 

ment efforts may be emphasized. For example, the 

goal of policymakers and of low-performing schools 

may be to raise test scores. Indeed, state department 

of education officials in each of the three states 

reviewed here report that im- 

proved test scores have been 

observed in many of the low- 

performing schools that have 

been assisted. This is accepted as 

prima facie evidence that the 

school assistance programs have 

been successful and that educa- 

tional improvements have been 

made. However, many of these 

improvements do  not appear to 

building is fairly clear: It is a long-term, coordinated 

undertaking. I n  describing the effort to create 

capacity in New York City’s District 2, Elmore and 

Burney9 observe that instructional improvement is a 

long, multisrage process involving awareness, plan- 

ning, implementation, and reflection. Fullan ob- 

serves that local capacity building is the result of 
policy development, training, and ongoing support.’ 

A number of researchers and educators advance a 
third set of goals. They assert that the goal of any 

-school improvement should be the re-creation of 
schools and districts so they are able to make pro- 

found differences in students. 

Re-culturing . . . has more to do 
with changing expectations of 

the adults in the building so they 
will increasingly. . . see their 

students as capable of 
performing intellectually 

rigorous, high-caliber work. . . . 

result from deep thinking about 

education by members of the low-performing school 

faculty. For example, McDiarmid and Corcoran 
report that ,  in  Kentucky, most teacher-planned staff 

development activities focused on relatively minor 

teaching and learning problems and specifically on 

improving students’ test-taking skills.’ 
The  members of the assistance teams and offi- 

cials of the departments of education sponsoring 

them appear to hold a different set of goals from 

policymakers and low-performing schools. These 
department representatives appear to believe that 

their real mission is to “build capacity” in  -the school 

so that good education will continue to be offered 

when the team has withdrawn. They want external 

assistance teams to ensure continuous progress o r  

improvement in  the school. In most cases, these . 
external assistance teams are assigned to schools for 

only one year. The  research literature on capacity 

The  key to long-lasting reform is 

viewed as resting on “re-cultur- 

ing” low-performing schools so 
that they approach their mission 

in a different way. Re-culturing 

has to do  with changing expecta- 

tions for students, certainly, but 

i t  has more to do  with changing 

expectations of the adults in  the 

building so they will increasingly 

see themselves as capable of 
delivering high-quality education to all students; see 

their students as capable of performing intellectually 

rigorous, high-caliber work; and recognize the role of 
families and communities in carrying out the mission 

of the s c h ~ o l . ~ . ’ ~  

Ic appears that.there are finite amounts of energy 
and resources for school improvement. Therefore, 

policymakers must be clear at  the outset of the 

reform efforts about the goals that are to be achieved. 

On the one  hand, goals must b e  seen by school 

people as attainable and, on the other hand, goals 
must be perceived by the public as important. The 

higher the goal set, t h e  more determination there 

must be to stay the course. Agreement about goals 
has long been seen as one of the correlates of effec- 

tive schools.” I n  order to  marshal the long-term 

support needed, policymakers need to create a goal 
set that all stakeholders can support. 
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-Time Needed for Ghange - -  -- 

Low-performing schools did not  become low 

performing in one or  two years, nor will they be able 

to turn themselves around in significant ways in one 

year or two years. I t  is true that state assistance has 

been able to  help many low-performing schools 

improve, if, by ‘improve,” we mean, “get test scores 
up.” However, Fullan3 points o u t  that there is no 

guarantee that initial success will last. There may be 

strong implementation of an improved program, but  

there may no t  be strong institutionalization. I t  is 
interesting to note that most of the research on  

school improvement indicates that  3 to  5 years are 

required for schools to bring about  significant 

i m prove men C S . ~ . ’  * 

capacity building for continuous improvement is 

necessary if a school is to avoid low performance. 

This  capacity building does, 

Each of the states in our  sample understands that 

sible for providing and reporting o n  continuing 
improvement efforts, would constitute a second 
phase. This  would provide a longer term for change 
activities, with the final phase being the devolution 
of responsibility for maintaining improvements to  
the (formerly) low-performing school. This  
multiphase plan has the  advantage of providing 
short-term resources to overcome the initial inertia 
experienced by many low-performing schools, 
followed by longer term support  for continuing 
improvement efforts undertaken locally, where 
responsibility for education ultimately resides. 

Good People; Poor Practice 
While most audits or reviews of schools include 

personnel evaluation, most states appear reluctant to 
dismiss staff. Given the shortage of available person- 
nel to teach and lead schools in many states and 

districts, this reluctance is 

indeed, take time. Yet most 

systems for assisting low-per- 
forming schools deliver such 

intensive assistance for one  or 
two years. In Kentucky, research- 

ers reported that, “Although the 

distinguished educator(s) had an 

impact beyond improving test 

scores, i t  is not clear whether 

I 1a. ’ I 

Lo w-performing schools did not 
become low performing in one 
or two years, nor will they be 

able to turn themselwes around 
in significant ways in one year 

or two years. 

r la. c I 

their two-year presence in the 

schools will have a long-term effect on  school cul- 

ture.”I3 Since two years may not be sufficient time 

for deep change, it is crucial to  remember that most 

students can not be expected to wait while their 

school becomes more effective. Therefore, a conibi- 

nation of short-term improvements and long-term 

changes appears to  be the key for scl~ools. 

and time frames for improvement. I t  may very well 

be that intensive assistance, in the form of compre- 

hensive needs assessments followed by the work of 
assistant teams, should be seen as the first phase in a 

multistep process. Transferring responsibility for 
continuing improvement activities to school districts, 
with local boards and superintendents held respon- 

Policymakers need to  determine appropriate roles 

understandable. Moreover, there 
appears to be a widespread belief 
that  most educators are people 
doing the best they can, so 
i mprovemen t hinges on teaching 
them new approaches to the jobs 
they do ,  rather than relieving 
them of their responsibilities. 
Thus,  the effort is made to 
change the culture of the failing 
organization while minimizing 

changes in the staff. 

must take responsibility for removing teachers and 
other staff who are unable or unwilling to demon- 
strate professional practice at an acceptable level, it is 
equally true that wholesale firings of school faculty 
are unlikely and unnecessary. Heavy investment of 
time and money in staff development programs 
geared toward providing both new skill sets as well as 
a new vision of  what competent teachers d o  will be 
necessary before there can be the reculturing that 
many education reformers feel is needed. Such staff 
development should include what we know are the 
features of excellent professional development, 
including clear goals, mentors and job coaches for all 

While it  is true that local boards of education 



teachers and principals, and follow-up assistance to 
ensure that progress is being made. Certainly many 
of the current models of staff development-those 
that present staff development as an event rather 
than a process-are unlikely to lead to successful 
change in practice. 

how-Performing Schools: The Exception, 
Not the Rule 

While some states evaluate districts as well as 
schools, the experience of the states described here is 
that poor-performing schools are anomalies within 
districts that serve their communities reasonably 
well. There appears to be no need to sanction the 
entire district for the failure of a few schools. The  
question then is, why does the system work well for 
most schools yet fail to turn around a few low- 
performing schools within a district? How can 
districts themselves take on the task of ensuring that 
all its schools are competent? Since the assistance 
from the state is intended to be temporary, the 
district itself may need to develop the capacity to 
reform low-performing schools. According to Larry 
Cuban, “In concentrating single-mindedly on school- 
site reform, federal, state, and local advocates of 
whole school reform have ignored o r  neglected the 
crucial role that districts play in creating and sustain- 

ing improved schooling.”’2 
Part of the solution to the problem of sustaining 

school improvement may require re-examining the issue 
of low school performance in terms of the local school 
community, not the entire school district. I f  the com- 
munity at large is able to embrace the low-performing 
school and to support improvement efforts, then the 
possibility of success is enhanced. Change mandated 
from the top cannot be sustained over che long haul. 
While the state may have an important role to play in 
identifj4ng low-performing schools and providing 
initial and intensive assistance, the needed long-term 
changes can be provided only by the home district and 
community.’ Worthwhile improvement activities 
include teaching the community that low-performing 
schools are not an acceptable option and teaching the 
local board of education and district that they have a 
responsibility (and the power) to sustain improvement 
activities. Such efforts have a ripple effect, and can 
ultimately lead to sustained changes that ensure that 
every child attends a school that can educate him or her 
well. A parent in Kentucky has said, “I  don’t think any 
one group can do it alone. I don’t think the principals 
or superintendents can. The teachers and parents 
certainly can’t. I think it’s going to take a lot of people 
working together and  appreciating the skills of one 
another.”I4 

What, then, can legislators, state department 
of education officials, and those who are concerned 
about helping low-performing schools improve learn 
from the experiences of others who have sought to 
turn around such schools? While there are many 
lessons to be learned, these appear to be particularly 
important: 

0 Define school success and how such success 
can be demonstrated. There is no universally 
accepted definition of school success. Some 
states accept student growth as evidence of 
success, while others use a demonstrated 
performance criterion. Defining school success 
in  a way tha t  is both politically and technically 

acceptable is a crucial first step for 
po I i cyma ke rs. 

0 Create strategies at  the state, local, and school 
level that can be deployed to  bring about 
school improvement. Traditional relationships 
among state departments of education, local 
districts and schools, state governments, and 
colleges and universities are complicated and 
cannot be ignored in devising improvement 
strategies. However, these complexities and 
traditions should not be used as an excuse to 
tolerate inaction There is enough work for 
everyone. All available resources should be 
considered when working to bring about school 
i m p rovem e n t . 



. . .  c 

0 Recognize the  value-but insufficiency-of ~- 

short-term successes. O n e  of the  c o m m o n  
responses to  being identified as a low-perform- 
ing school is a pervasive sense of shame, a sense 
that educators and  communities are eager to 

overcome. If, however, sincere efforts a t  ini- 
provement do no t  meet with some  success early, 
i t  is likely that people will give u p  o n  the  
improvement activities and  will work to find 
fault with the  system that has labeled the  school 
“low-performing.” Short-term success has great 
motivational power, bu t  i t  usually is no t  enough 
to bring about  profound improvements. 

0 C o m m i t  for the long  haul. Most  state govern- 
ment  bodies work  o n  one- or two-year budget 
cycles tha t  often determine the  life of policy. 
Even when legislation has n o  specified end  date, 
the  legislature must  appropriate continuation 
funding every year o r  two to suppor t  the policy 
and  related programs. T h u s ,  a reform program 
enacted by o n e  legislature could be gutted,  o r  
go unfunded, by a subsequent legislature. A 
long-term commitment ,  however, needs to be 

- made-by state depar tments  of education, local- - 
boards of education, a n d  communities.  

0 Help  communi t ies  accept responsibility for 
mainta in ing  school success. Communi t ies  must 
be helped to understand tha t  low-performing 
schools are everyone’s responsibility and  chat 
communi ty  members can suppor t  school 
improvement efforts in meaningful ways. For 
example, individuals and  organizations can 
publicly express suppor t  a n d  appreciation for 
teachers, administrators, a n d  students;  provide 
supplementary resources; a n d  volunteer their 
t ime o r  expertise. Educating communi ty  
members about  wha t  they have to offer is vital. 

0 Recognize tha t  school success rests o n  the  
power  a n d  skill of educators.  In the end ,  school 
improvement will be brought  about  by the  
teachers a n d  administrators working in schools. 
Recognizing their needs a n d  strengths is a 
crucial aspect of school improvement. Ignoring 
o r  blaming these people for past failure is 
unlikely to bring abou t  the kind of schools that 

every child is enti t led to attend. 
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